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duction by Nidesh Lawtoo
Adriana Cavarero is Profes-
sor Emeritus of Political Philosophy 
at the University of Verona and has 
been Visiting Professor at numerous 
North American Universities—in-
cluding the University of California 
Berkeley, Harvard University, and 
NYU. She has been at the forefront 
of continental political philosophy 
in Europe since at least the 1990s 
and she is one of the most influen-
tial feminist theorists to emerge on 
the Anglophone scene in the past 
decades. Her thought is in line with 
a genealogy of feminist philoso-
phers who deconstruct patriarchal 
conceptions of gender while at the 
same time grounding subjectivity in 
embodied relations that emphasize 
exposure, vulnerability, the unique-
ness of existence, and affective in-
clinations that are often excluded by 
the dominant philosophical tradi-
tion, but, Cavarero compellingly ar-
gues, are central to rethinking the 
foundations of ethics and politics 
today. 
Trained in ancient Greek 
philosophy, Cavarero started writ-
ing on Plato and Parmenides, but as 
her thought unfolds it progressively 
spans—often in the company of 
Hannah Arendt—the entire history 
of philosophy, and includes litera-
ture as well, from Greek tragedy to 
Shakespeare, Virginia Woolf to 
Karen Blixen, to Joseph Conrad, of 
course, or as Adriana called him, as 
we invited her to join us here—il 
grande Conrad. In Italian—and the 
author of Nostromo would have cer-
tainly appreciated it—when you 
say, “grande”—you’re in awe, and 
it is this shared feeling that, I be-
lieve, brought her to this confer-
ence.
 Her numerous books avail-
able in English translation include 
In Spite of Plato: A Feminist rewrit-
ing of Ancient Philosophy (1995), a 
rewriting Cavarero pursues contra 
Plato and the entire philosophical 
tradition that followed him in con-
fining female figures like Penelope 
in the Odyssey and Diotima in the 
Symposium to the domestic sphere. 
Specifically concerned with 
feminine figures, I mention also 
Stately Bodies: Literature, Philoso-
phy, and the Question of Gender 
(2002), which includes a superb 
chapter titled “The Body of 
Ophelia” I highly recommend next 
time you’re teaching Hamlet in a 
graduate seminar.
And then Cavarero pursues 
her exploration of narrative and 
subjectivity in one of her most fa-
mous books: Relating Narratives: 
Storytelling and Selfhood. 
If you allow me, I’d like to 
linger a moment on Relating Narra-
tives for it appeared in translation in 
2000, before Stately Bodies, though 
it was written after it, and launched 
Cavarero on the international scene. 
In the US, it made a strong impres-
sion on Judith Butler, who discusses 
Relating Narratives toward the be-
ginning of Giving an Account of 
Oneself, a book that, in my view, 
bears the traces of Cavarero’s influ-
ence. As Butler puts it, “Cavarero 
underscores the kind of action that 
the speech act, ‘who are you?’ per-
forms, in an Arendtian conception 
of the social, which she mines for 
its ethical import.” Cavarero’s and 
Butler’s paths, then, cross on the 
question of gender as well as of 
ethics and narrative, joining forces 
to generate not only gender trouble 
(though they certainly do that!), but 
also an ethical turn that considers 
the other to be constitutive of the 
ego. And I should mention that this 
collaboration is actually ongoing. In 
June 2017, there will be a confer-
ence devoted to Cavarero at the 
University of Brighton, titled “Giv-
ing Life to Politics: The Work of 
Adriana Cavarero,” and Judith But-
ler, along with Bonnie Honig, will 
be the keynote speakers. Given your 
busy schedule, Adriana, we really 
appreciate you taking the time to 
join us—a generous move which, I 
think, testifies to your joint commit-
ment to both philosophy and litera-
ture.
Speaking of narrative, self-
hood, and performativity, there is, 
in fact, a literary quality to 
Cavarero’s engagement with the 
question, “who are you?” in Relat-
ing Narratives, that makes her work 
particularly appealing to literary 
scholars. To illustrate this crosscur-
rent, let me briefly cross over to the 
original Italian title of Relating Nar-
ratives for the English translation, 
while excellent, does not fully cap-
ture the range of meanings at play 
in the original. The original title, in 
fact, addresses you directly, and 
thus establishes what Butler calls a 
performative speech act, and 
Cavarero calls an inclination, that 
has a doubling effect and is quite 
untranslatable. In Italian it reads: Tu 
che mi guardi, tu che mi racconti. 
Literally it means something like: 
“you, who are looking at me, you 
are narrating me.” The title is thus 
double in the sense that it is com-
posed of two mirroring phrases that 
tie seeing and telling, self and other. 
As any reader gives voice to it, in 
this case, me, it tells you that who I 
am, as I am here visibly exposed to 
you, looking at me, depends not on 
me taken in isolation but on you, 
specifically on what you see (tu che 
mi guardi) and the narrative, the 
story, you may tell about me (tu che 
mi racconti), which beautifully 
sums up the book’s fundamental 
thesis.  Namely that “at once expos-
able and narratable, the existend al-
ways constitutes herself in relation 
to another.” Relationality, then, is 
key to Cavarero’s reframing of the 
subject in narrative. 
But then, as often with mir-
roring titles there is also a second, 
doubling effect. The Italian phrase 
tu che mi racconti? is often put as a 
question, and has a more immedi-
ate, colloquial, and familiar use. It’s 
the kind of question you’d ask a 
friend—the tu as you know, implies 
familiarty—in any case, someone 
you know, and perhaps you haven’t 
seen in a while, and so, you go: tu 
che mi racconti? Or, more simply, 
che mi racconti? It’s similar to 
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“what’s up?” a phatic phrase whose 
function is to establish a relation, 
but an answer, a narrative of some 
sort, no matter how short, is usually 
expected. Narrative, then, is indeed 
relating as the English title sug-
gests; but this time in the sense that 
narrating stories establishes a rela-
tion, which, and this is important, is 
not impersonal but implies a famil-
iar other, a tu, who, thorough story-
telling, gives unity to an identity. 
On a personal note, when I contact-
ed Adriana to see if she was inter-
ested in this conference, I was im-
pressed to hear how swiftly she 
switched to the tu (it’s unusual 
among Italian academics) as I men-
tioned we had been in touch four or 
five years ago, and the fact that she 
is here shows that her performative 
inclinations are not only textual but 
have real effects.
I hope this brief gloss helps 
you hear in the title Relating Narra-
tives a relational ontology, which, 
in my view, provides a guiding 
thread throughout Cavarero’s work 
and is further explored in subse-
quent books like For More than 
One Voice (2005).
And lastly, I should mention 
the book you’re probably familiar 
with, for Paul Armstrong already in-
cluded an excerpt in the new Norton 
Critical Edition of Heart of Dark-
ness: Horrorism: Naming Contem-
porary Violence (2009). The book is 
on terrorism, and in the Appendix, 
which I’m tempted to call the cul-
mination of the book—but I won’t
—Cavarero sums up her fundamen-
tal thesis via concise and impres-
sively penetrating readings of Heart 
of Darkness, Under Western Eyes, 
and especially The Secret Agent. 
Cavarero calls these novels “clas-
sics of horrorism” for they make us 
see and feel that the violence of 
contemporary terrorism does not 
generate only fear and terror 
(though it certainly does that too as 
the recent attacks continue to show) 
but also, and more fundamentally, 
especially when the victims are 
children, what Cavarero, in an echo 
of Heart of Darkness, calls “horror-
ism”—and the Italian, orrorismo 
and its link to adjectives like orrido, 
orripilante accentuates the chilling 
effect it generates. Horrorism, then, 
is a type of violence that is as physi-
cal as it is metaphysical for it disfig-
ures the unity of the subject reveal-
ing what Cavarero calls an “onto-
logical crime in which the West 
c a n n o t a v o i d s e e i n g i t s e l f 
mirrored.” Along with another fa-
vorite of mine, Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe’s “The Horror of the 
West,” Cavarero’s “Rereading Con-
rad” is currently encouraging schol-
ars, and I include myself, to return 
to take Conrad’s metaphysics of 
darkness seriously. And I can guar-
antee that she elevates the political 
discussions of a so-called “Simple 
Tale” like The Secret Agent to an 
unprecedented degree of theoretical 
sophistication.
Her latest book is titled In-
clinations: A Critique of Rectitude 
and has just been published by Stan-
ford University Press in 2016. If 
you felt that philosophy has, for 
quite some time, tended to think 
vertically a bit too much, painting a 
picture of subjectivity as erect, ra-
tional, and self-contained; of if you 
sensed that feminist theory has been 
neglecting a figure that while often 
reduced to a stereotype in theory is 
nonetheless exemplary in real life: 
namely, the mother, a figure who 
gives birth to subjectivity not only 
physically but also via caring rela-
tions that tend to be inclined, push-
ing her ego outside, toward those 
fragile creatures who are children, 
thereby providing an alternative on-
tological posture for ethical thought 
that emphasizes birth rather than 
death—if you feel so inclined, then 
this is another book you can look 
forward to discovering. 
But Adriana’s talk today 
brings us back to voice and vocality 
in Conrad; and it sounds it will be 
about his most famous tale, for it is 
titled: Soundscapes of Darkness.
       Nidesh Lawtoo
         KU Leuven
A Longing to See the Oper-
atic Version of Konrad Wal-
lenrod
            As every Conradian knows, 
the source of Joseph Conrad’s third 
given name and later the surname of 
his pen name comes from the heroes 
of two outstanding works of Polish 
Romanticism by Adam Mickiewicz: 
the protagonist of Konrad Wallen-
rod (1828) and Konrad, the poet, 
in Dziady Część III (Forefather’s 
Eve Part III) (1832).
In the December 2017 issue 
of Opera News, a publication of the 
Metropolitan Opera Guild in New 
York, John Allison, editor of Opera 
(London), divulges his wish to see 
the operatic version of Adam Mick-
iewicz’s Konrad Wallenrod. As he 
writes in David Shengold’s article, 
“The Best Opera I’ve Never Seen”:
                         I Lituani
Many Polish exiles in nine-
teenth-century Paris looked to 
Chopin to compose the Great 
Polish Opera, imagining Adam 
Mickiewicz as the librettist.  No 
opera was ever forthcoming 
from opera-loving Chopin him-
self. Sadly, Mickiewicz left little 
mark on the opera house. But 
his great narrative poem Konrad 
Wallenrod, set in fourteenth-
century Lithuania and written in 
protest against Poland’s parti-
tioning, did catch the attention 
of Antonio Ghislanzoni—fresh 
f rom Aida—and Ami lca re 
Ponchielli: just two years 
before Gioconda, they turned 
Mickiewicz’s poem into the 
s c a r c e l y l e s s m u s i c a l l y 
stirring I Lituani. Gianandrea 
Gavazzeni’s recorded 1979 RAI 
performance makes me long to 
see it someday in Vilnius or 
Warsaw. (28)
Submitted by 
Jean Szczypien
SUNY/FIT
NOTES & QUERIES
